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Research Method Report:  Participant Observation
Definition
One form of qualitative research used in a case study is participant observation, which explores human relationships and perspectives within natural behavior and settings.  This methodology seeks to understand how people view their own experiences by exploring human situations, interactions, meanings, and patterns.  Unlike with quantitative research, the researcher uncovers the participants’ perspectives by getting to know them and/or engaging in their activities along with them.  

Levels of researcher involvement with participants

	Objective observer only
	Observer/participant
	Participant/observer
	Secret observer

	No contact.  Full control of variables.  Much can be missed. 
	Informal interviews, observing and interacting among the subjects. 
	Engaging in the same activity as subjects while also observing.
	Participate as an equal in the activity, observing and gathering data clandestinely.


Strategies and Skills
Participant observation can include a variety of methodologies, but basically the researcher gathers data from within the study, instead of standing removed.  He or she simultaneously assumes two roles:  subjective participant, and objective observer.  This method is best used in the initial stages of question-forming because it uncovers new issues and relationships that help to form concepts and hypotheses.  The observer is the primary instrument for gathering information by using careful observation, listening, remembering, and note-taking skills.  Therefore, he or she must gain a self-awareness of how his or her personal perspective and bias can influence data.   Information is also often recorded from informal and formal interviews, artifacts and texts.  

Limitations and Strengths
Unlike studies with more controlled, abstracted variables, participant observation immerses researchers in the full context of the complex social interaction and environment to gain rich detail about perspectives that are not quantifiable.  This strength is also a handicap, as it lacks the positivistic or scientific generalizability (external validity) that other methods attain.  Another strength is that observing over time allows change to be observed, adding more meaning than one-time surveys can.  A criticism leveled at this method is that the observer, if revealed to the other participants, may influence the data he or she is attempting to gain by that presence.  Conversely, remaining incognito raises ethical red flags due to lack of informed consent of the observed.  

Applicability
If the question to be studied is not yet defined, and the rich texture of human interaction needs to be understood, this method can allow a researcher to come as close as possible to the perspective of the participant.  It has been used in diverse social sciences, such as business management, social work, education, and cultural anthropology, and on subgroups like aids patients, violent criminals, and nudists.  However, if the concepts, variables, and hypotheses to be studied are defined, and the information desired can be controlled within a laboratory setting, or within a quantifiable instrument, then this method would confound that control. 

Criteria for Assessing Quality of Method
This set of tools does not need to conform to a rigid, replicable methodology.  The tool used and the level of interaction allowed is dictated by the questions/issues needing illumination, which also guides what observations to record.  At the same time, the researcher must remain open to exploiting new connections and questions that the observations reveal.  The researcher must maintain objectivity and collect complete and accurate data.  Finally, the presence of the researcher should not change the environment or subjects being studied.

